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Abstract 
“Civic agriculture,” a term first coined by rural 
sociologist Thomas Lyson, refers to forms of 
agriculture that occur on a local level, from 
production to consumption, and are linked to a 
community’s social and economic development. 
Sixteen years since its original articulation, the term 
“civic agriculture” has taken on greater significance 
in research, political activism, and community 
organizing. Grown from the roots of civic 
community theory, civic agriculture functions as a 
new branch of civic community theory that is ripe 
for theorization. In revisiting the foundations of 
the term, this review paper seeks to consolidate 
current and future research in the field of civic 
agriculture with a focus on its link to social welfare. 
This begins by reviewing the foundations of civic 
community theory and discussing how they 
influence research related to civic agriculture. As 
we report in this paper, there remain considerable 
gaps in understanding of how civic agriculture can 
be fomented by—or is related to—indicators such 
as demographics, concentration of power, 
community cohesion, and civic engagement. 
Consequently, the assumed links between local 
food systems and social welfare must continue to 
be studied to determine correlation and causality. 
This understanding is particularly important during 
this time of global pandemic, when the flaws and 
inequities of global supply chains are exposed and 
where, in many cases, civic agriculture met the 
increasing interest in local food. The COVID-19 
pandemic has amply demonstrated the fragility and 
instability of global food supply chains, making the 
need for local food systems more significant and 
more relevant to communities across the world.  
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Civic Agriculture in Review  
Over sixteen years ago, Thomas Lyson (2004) pub-
lished his seminal book on “civic agriculture,” tying 
together his and other scholars’ work on the con-
cept of a “civic community” 1 to formulate a term 
that encapsulates agriculture into the social and 
economic context of community. He and others 
drew from a body of knowledge around civic com-
munity theory, which posits a close connection be-
tween thriving locally oriented businesses and 
other demographic indicators to social welfare.2 
Since then, there has been an ongoing application 
of civic community theory to explore connections 
between and among these indicators with agricul-
ture and, in particular, with food systems embed-
ded at the local level. This application has led to a 
new branch of study, civic agriculture theory, 
which has since been examined and tested in dif-
ferent scenarios with varying methodology.  
 This growing body of research has not only 
strengthened our understanding of food systems, 
but has also helped justify and inform the promo-
tion of local food systems throughout the United 
States and elsewhere. These works have become 
particularly relevant in the context of both the 
COVID-19 pandemic and in light of the civil un-
rest related to racial inequity and injustice. These 
contexts have amply demonstrated the fragility and 
instability of global food supply chains and the sys-
temic inequities in access to food and other basic 
services. This review provides a theoretical frame-
work to analyze the accuracy and efficacy of the 
 
1 Tolbert, Lyson, and Irwin (1998) discuss civic community in their article “Local capitalism, civic engagement, and socioeconomic 
well-being,” in which they employ the term to describe the link between the performance of political institutions and the character of 
civic life. 
2 Social welfare is a broad term that can encompass many aspects of a community’s welfare. In order to maintain consistency and clarity 
throughout the paper, we will utilize the term social welfare as an umbrella term to refer to the specific aspects of social welfare analyzed 
across the studies reviewed, which include civic welfare, socio-political systems, community well-being, community cohesion, eco-
nomic equality, and local capitalism.  
3 Economic concentration is a term utilized in civic community theory originally derived from Mills and Ulmer (1946), and further ex-
plored by Blanchard and Matthews (2006), who defined it as “(1) the concentration of employment into a small number of businesses; 
(2) the share of employment accounted for by non-local business owners; and (3) the industrial concentration of business activity” 
(p. 2247). 
claims of civic agriculture theory, with a closer look 
at indicators described by various contributors to 
civic community theory. Studies employing demo-
graphic, civic engagement, community cohesion, 
and economic concentration3 indicators to demon-
strate the positive effect of civic community on so-
cial welfare will be analyzed to better understand 
how civic agriculture shapes social welfare. Fur-
thermore, this work closely considers research 
from both before and after the publication of Ly-
son’s seminal piece to determine the theory’s appli-
cation in future research and public policy and to 
explore how it can further inform and strengthen 
our understanding of the relationship between 
farms, food, and community. 
 Food is not just a commodity; it is a determi-
nation of well-being and expression of social iden-
tity. Scholarly studies have demonstrated the posi-
tive effects of locally oriented businesses and man-
ufacturers on social welfare, substantiating the 
claim that civic agriculture is also positively related 
to social welfare (Goldschmidt, 1978; Irwin & Tol-
bert, 1997; Lyson, Torres, & Welsh, 2001; Mills & 
Ulmer, 1946; Lyson & Tolbert, 1996; Tolbert et al., 
1998; and more). Bringing light to these connec-
tions is a crucial step toward utilizing food systems 
to build just, equitable economies. Many studies 
have shown the relationship between civic agricul-
ture, community involvement, activism, and em-
powerment. Nonetheless, further studies are 
needed to measure and confirm the direct relation-
ship between civic agriculture and social welfare. A 
deeper understanding of the social impact of food 
systems is critical to building a stronger socio-eco-
nomic fabric in the United States. Consequently, 
the purpose of this literature review is to systemati-
cally consolidate and analyze studies that document 
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the relationship between local food systems and 
community well-being. We utilize civic community 
theory as a framework to organize the studies that 
are material to civic agriculture theory and identify 
opportunities to better understand how civic agri-
culture shapes social welfare.  
Methodology 
For this literature review, we employed integrative 
review methodology to critique and synthesize the 
current state of literature available on civic agricul-
ture (Torraco, 2005). The review is rooted in the 
original conceptualization of civic agriculture the-
ory and its origins in civic community theory, and 
draws from more contemporary literature to docu-
ment how civic agriculture theory has evolved in 
the last two decades (Snyder, 2019). Since civic ag-
riculture theory is an adaption of civic community 
theory, it is important to determine whether studies 
on civic agriculture carried out after the formation 
of the theory affirm and operationalize civic com-
munity theory. We also use this review to offer op-
portunities for future study to strengthen both the 
theory and practice of civic agriculture.  
 We reviewed the canon of studies that have 
been conducted to identify and test possible indica-
tors of civic community, and that are considered 
foundational in the development of civic commu-
nity theory. From these papers, we created a com-
prehensive list of indicators employed by the au-
thors to connect locally oriented businesses and 
manufacturers to social welfare, and aggregated this 
list into five categories: demographics, municipal 
services, concentration of power, community cohe-
sion, and civic engagement (see Table 1). The civic 
community theory articles reviewed and divided 
into the five general categories are listed in Table 2. 
 To more systematically compare civic agricul-
ture theory to civic community theory, we orga-
nized the five general indicators utilized across 
civic community theory studies (demographics, 
municipal services, concentration of power, com-
munity cohesion, and civic engagement) to include 
consequential published works on civic agriculture 
theory that refer to these indicators. To find these 
papers, we performed a comprehensive search of 
social, behavioral, political, and economic science 
peer-reviewed articles concerning civic agriculture 
theory using Web of Science, Google Scholar, and 
ProQuest databases, using the terms “civic agricul-
ture,” “local food” and/or “civic engagement,” 
“civic community,” and “food democracy.” Arti-
cles referring to local food systems in relation to 
social welfare were added to our database of arti-
cles. Subsequently, the articles were reviewed for 
relevance to civic agriculture theory with a focus 
on the effect of local food systems on local, socio-
political systems. From that subsequent database of 
articles, a targeted snowball search of literature 
from each article was performed in order to find 
any further relevant studies relating to the relation-
ship between local food systems and social welfare.  
 These published works were then organized 
into the five categories of indicators aggregated 
from civic community theory studies in order to 
compare the indicators of civic agriculture theory 
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to the indicators employed to measure civic com-
munity theory. This integrative methodology allows 
for the identification of gaps in the current litera-
ture of civic agriculture theory as a subset of civic 
community theory (Torraco, 2005). Furthermore, it 
allows for the identification of variation between 
the theories that may need to be further studied. 
For example, we were not able to populate the cat-
egory of municipal services indicators with civic ag-
riculture literature. In our review we did not iden-
tify any studies of civic agriculture that look at mu-
nicipal services as an indicator.  
 Of note, although there are diverse, and some-
times fraught, implications of the word “commu-
nity” when used in reference to civic agriculture or 
civic community theory, we employ the term as is 
espoused in the work Tolbert (2005), who defines 
the term as an implied “focus that is bounded spa-
tially and/or socially by a collective sense of place” 
(p. 1313).  
 A total of 159 papers were reviewed under the 
topics of civic community and civic agriculture the-
ory. We present the results of this review in two 
parts. First, we distill the seminal works on civic 
community theory to identify the relevant indica-
tors to apply to a burgeoning body of scholarship 
on civic agriculture theory. Then, we present the 
articles in our database determined most material 
to the topics of local food systems and social wel-
fare. These articles are organized in the categories 
deduced from civic community theory article in the 
second part of this analysis in order to determine 
the current state of the theory and areas necessary 
for further study.  
Table 2. Foundational Works in Civic Community Theory Examining Social Welfare 






sion Civic Engagement 
Mills & Ulmer (1946) ✓ ✓ ✓   
Fowler (1958) ✓  ✓ ✓  
Goldschmidt (1978) ✓ ✓    
Putnam (1994) ✓   ✓ ✓ 
Lyson & Tolbert (1996) ✓  ✓ ✓  
Irwin & Tolbert (1997) ✓   ✓ ✓ 
Tolbert, Lyson, & Irwin (1998)     ✓ 
Irwin Tolbert, & Lyson (1999)    ✓ ✓ 
Lyson, Torres, & Welsh (2001) ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Humphries (2001)   ✓  ✓ 
Tolbert, Irwin, Lyson, & Nucci (2002) ✓   ✓ ✓ 
Robinson, Lyson, & Christy (2002)   ✓   
Tolbert (2005)     ✓ 
Lyson (2006) ✓   ✓ ✓ 
Blanchard & Matthews (2006)     ✓ 
Lee (2008)   ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Lee (2010)    ✓  
Lee & Thomas (2010)    ✓  
Blanchard, Tolbert, & Mencken (2011) ✓  ✓   
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What is Civic Agriculture? 
In creating the theoretical framework for “civic ag-
riculture,” Lyson et al. (2001) make the connection 
between small, locally oriented production enter-
prises and their symbiotic success with community 
engagement and social welfare.4 Drawing from the 
literature on civic community theory, Lyson em-
beds the foundation of civic agriculture in socio-
economic theory. As defined by Lyson (2004), civic 
agriculture 
is a locally organized system of agriculture and 
food production characterized by networks of 
producers who are bound together by place. 
Civic agriculture embodies a commitment to 
developing and strengthening an economically, 
environmentally, and socially sustainable sys-
tem of agriculture and food production that re-
lies on local resources and serves local markets 
and consumers. (p. 63) 
 At the foundation of civic agriculture is com-
munity problem-solving (Lyson, 2005). Due to the 
inherent focus at a local scale, the concerns of pro-
duction, marketing, distribution, and food security 
are site-specific and thus are dependent on a com-
munity’s ability to communicate, organize, and ad-
dress these issues. This focus on civic problem-
solving within community-oriented food systems 
integrates DeLind’s (2002) depiction of civic agri-
culture with an emphasis on agriculture’s ties to 
place. Not only does the generation of economic 
activity serve as a focal point of community well-
being, but community ties, identity, and responsi-
bility towards a place must also be integral to civic 
agriculture to create equitable development (De-
Lind, 2002). 
 As a branch of civic community theory, civic 
agriculture theory was initially developed from the 
government-commissioned studies of Mills and 
Ulmer (1946) and Goldschmidt (1978) out of con-
cern for economic concentration. The U.S. Senate 
Small Business Committee commissioned both 
studies to analyze the impacts of large-scale indus-
 
4 The term “small” is utilized in this context in reference to independent ownership and number of employees in accordance with the 
U.S. Small Businesses Association definitions (U.S. SBA, 2019). However, there is no consensus in the definition of small businesses 
across the works presented in this review. 
trial operations and farming organizations on local 
communities. Mills and Ulmer (1946) categorized 
three pairs of cities with similar demographic fea-
tures but with different average business sizes. The 
study broadly concluded that small business cities 
offer a more balanced economic life and higher so-
cial welfare for citizens (Mills & Ulmer, 1946). The 
authors hypothesized that urban centers with many 
small-scale operations depended on the community 
and other small businesses for their success, and, 
therefore, were inextricably linked to the commu-
nity’s well-being. 
 Following findings of Mills and Ulmer (1946), 
Dr. Walter Goldschmidt of the University of Cali-
fornia at Los Angeles analyzed two agricultural 
communities in the industrialized specialty-crop 
hub of California’s Central Valley. One was charac-
terized by the presence of large farms in its area 
and the other by moderately sized farms. Gold-
schmidt (1978) found (1) the small-farm commu-
nity supported more independent business estab-
lishments than the large-farm community; (2) resi-
dents of the small-farm community had a better av-
erage standard of living than those in the large-
farm community; and (3) services, schools, parks, 
and civic organizations were more plentiful in the 
small-farm community. He concluded that large-
scale farms, which may have absentee owners, do 
not share common goals of community well-being 
and civic engagement with the local community.  
 Moreover, this theory has become increasingly 
relevant in recent years as the U.S. has seen both 
the percentage of small businesses and the percent-
age of the population employed by small busi-
nesses decrease significantly from 1993 to 2015 
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2016). This may 
signal a downward trend in community well-being 
across the country. However, at the same time, the 
country has experienced tremendous growth in 
civic agriculture. For example, the number of regis-
tered farmers markets in the U.S. increased almost 
400 percent over the same time period (U.S. De-
partment of Agriculture Economic Research Ser-
vice [USDA ERS], 2014). The extent of civic agri-
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culture’s role in filling the void of civic enterprise 
has yet to be fully examined.  
 There have been some works that challenge 
the findings of civic community theory, and conse-
quently, civic agriculture theory. A study in 1958 
found cities with high concentration of industry, 
employment, and absentee ownership tended to 
have slightly higher welfare than those with the op-
posite characteristics (Fowler, 1958). However, the 
study was conducted in only one state with differ-
ent measurements of small versus large businesses 
and social welfare than those utilized by Mills and 
Ulmer (1946). Hayes and Olmstead (1984) laid out 
an important critique of Goldschmidt (1978), 
pointing out that there were factors such as devel-
opment timeline and natural resources that may 
have also affected land prices. Nonetheless, the au-
thors did not replicate a study to disprove the find-
ings with new methodology, so it cannot be confi-
dently discredited.  
 More recently, Humphries (2001) found that 
self-employment was the strongest indicator of 
community engagement, but also that individuals 
who reside in communities with fewer independent 
business owners are not less politically engaged 
than those who do. These findings are interesting 
to further explore as they display contradicting re-
sults to the prevailing works in civic community 
theory. Although commuting is negatively associ-
ated with political participation, and self-employ-
ment is positively associated, the concentration of 
independent or retail establishments does not have 
a statistically significant effect on political participa-
tion. Different indicators of locally oriented busi-
nesses exhibit varying results on political participa-
tion. Consequently, although providing important 
criticisms of the foundational literature, these stud-
ies cannot conclusively discredit the cumulative 
body of work on civic community theory.  
Origins of Civic Agriculture Theory 
After a shift away from studies of small businesses 
and social welfare in favor of industrialization, a 
surge of research emerged under the seminal works 
of Mills and Ulmer (1946) and Goldschmidt 
(1978). Working under the shadow of globaliza-
tion, a handful of academics concerned with com-
munity-based social welfare outcomes deliberated 
these concepts of large versus small, local versus 
global, concentrated versus distributed. These stud-
ies examined the emerging idea that that locally fac-
ing, small businesses and manufacturers have a 
positive relationship with social welfare. Rather 
than proposing free-market neoliberalism as the 
path for economic development, civic community 
theory argues that the public domain is more sig-
nificant than individual self-interest and that the 
strength of a community lies in its institutions that 
mediate social capital (Lyson & Tolbert, 2003). 
 One of the first works to articulate the rela-
tionship between business size and social welfare 
came from Piore and Sabel (1984), who assert that 
craft manufacturing fills a gap in product markets 
that are rejected by mass producers. Craft manu-
facturers are able to produce artisan and specialty 
products for which there is not a high enough de-
mand to mass produce and may only be desired in 
a specific place. Therefore, despite the industriali-
zation of the U.S. economy during and after both 
World Wars and amid a shift toward globalization, 
small businesses have remained a constant and 
growing part of the U.S. economy and provide an 
important source of stability in communities. Craft 
or specialty goods fill a hole in the market for those 
who are seeking out an alternative to the industrial 
system, one that is based in place and history. Rob-
inson et al. (2002) found that community econo-
mies represented by local, craft production that is 
locally operated and independently owned were 
positively associated with social welfare when com-
pared with community economies that center 
around globalization and mass production.  
 In succeeding studies of business size, Lyson 
and Tolbert (1996) conducted an analysis of 2,235 
nonmetropolitan counties to determine both the 
impacts of small (15–25 workers) and large (>250 
workers) manufacturers on socio-economic well-
being to conclude that although the data demon-
strated some positive effects of large manufactur-
ing establishments, such as lower inequality, the 
presence of small manufacturing is associated with 
lower poverty rates and higher income levels. In 
the same vein, Tolbert et al. (1998) measured the 
number of associations, small manufacturing estab-
lishments (<20 workers), and third places—locations 
that people can gather and socialize (e.g., pubs, cof-
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fee shops, barber shops, etc.)—and compared 
them to social welfare indicators (Oldenburg, 
1991). Their findings indicate that although local 
capitalism indicators had negative effects on ine-
quality, demographic indicators, such as education, 
were a more accurate prediction of socioeconomic 
well-being. Findings also revealed that small busi-
nesses are associated with decreased migration, 
lower unemployment, and reduced income inequal-
ity. More recently, Rupasingha (2017) found evi-
dence that microbusinesses are associated with lo-
cal income growth, but not enough to claim causal 
effects.  
 Tolbert et al. (2002) employed the unit of small 
towns (2,500–20,000 residents) to measure the 
number of businesses and third places against so-
cial welfare indicators. Their results showed that 
the number of self-owned and -operated busi-
nesses and third places is positively associated with 
social welfare in both metro and non-metro small 
towns. They also found that towns with a higher 
number of small, independently owned businesses 
and an abundance of public meeting spaces had 
higher levels of social welfare, defined by higher 
median income, lower poverty rates, nonmigration, 
and lower unemployment. Lyson (2006) followed 
this work with a test of Mills and Ulmer’s (1946) 
study, examining 25,000 manufacturing-dependent 
counties and discovered that counties with an 
economy organized around smaller-scale enter-
prises (<1,000 workers) were associated with more 
favorable social welfare measurements—including 
an economically independent middle class, less 
economic inequality, higher education outcomes, 
and lower crime rates—when compared to coun-
ties organized around large-scale corporations 
(>1,000 workers).  
 Studies show that civically engaged communi-
ties are associated with lower incidences of violent 
crime and all-cause mortality in counties across the 
country (Lee, 2008, 2010; Lee & Thomas, 2010). 
Similarly, an analysis of population health in rela-
tion to business size in 3,060 U.S. counties found 
that the presence of large retailers has a detrimental 
effect on age-adjusted rates of mortality and the 
 
5 Lyson et al. (2001) define “agriculturally dependent counties” as counties with at least 75 percent of land in farming and at least 50 
percent of gross county sales in agricultural goods and services. 
presence of obese adults (Blanchard, Tolbert, & 
Mencken, 2011). Of note, race is glaringly absent as 
a variable of differentiated analysis. Targeted stud-
ies with a focus on race as an indicator, rather than 
a control, will be important to carry out in regard 
to the effects on civic community.  
 Along with health indicators, crime rates, and 
income, nonmigration is also used as an indicator 
of civic community richness. The longer one lives 
in a community, the higher likelihood they have of 
holding a larger number and diversity of social ties 
(Tolbert, Mencken, Blanchard, & Li, 2016). Studies 
have found that counties and states with higher 
numbers of small manufacturing, retail firms, and 
civic associations have lower levels of migration 
(Irwin & Tolbert, 1997; Irwin, Tolbert, & Lyson, 
1999; Stroope, Franzen, Tolbert, & Mencken, 
2017). Self-employment has also been demon-
strated as an indicator of civic engagement. Busi-
ness owners have a greater stake in the local com-
munity and invest accordingly (Mencken, Smith, & 
Tolbert, 2020). Alternatively, economic concentra-
tion is negatively correlated with electoral politics 
and protest activities, pointing to lower civic partic-
ipation in areas of high economic concentration 
(Blanchard & Matthews, 2006).  
 When examining how agricultural enterprises 
affect social welfare, Lyson et al. (2001) measured 
the relationship between the scale of farming oper-
ations and the social welfare of residents. They 
found that agriculturally dependent counties with a 
high percentage of residents who operate small, 
commercial businesses and are civically engaged 
have higher levels of social welfare.5 They posit 
that the presence of a strong middle class with high 
levels of civic engagement is associated with rela-
tively higher levels of social welfare in an agricul-
tural county. Furthermore, activities of civic agri-
culture have an association with the specific social, 
economic, and demographic characteristics of the 
communities they serve (Lyson & Guptill, 2004), 
especially in comparison to activities centered on 
commodity agriculture. The prevalence of civic 
versus commodity agriculture within a county has 
profound effects on the communities in which they 
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are present, either bolstering civic growth and so-
cial capital, or pushing toward a more globalized 
and concentrated system (Besser, 2009).  
 In an effort to explore the significance of local- 
versus global-facing firms on social welfare, Tol-
bert (2005) measures how locally oriented estab-
lishments affect civic behaviors, such as associa-
tional membership, visitation to local retail estab-
lishments, and voting habits. When controlling for 
state median income and population, he found that 
the locally oriented establishments are positively as-
sociated with small manufacturing establishments, 
associations, public gathering places, and voter 
turnout. Furthermore, locally oriented establish-
ments were found to have negative correlations 
with rates of poverty, infant mortality, and crime, 
although authors can only determine correlation 
and not causation.  
 More recently, Clark and Record (2017) stud-
ied the levels of civic engagement of local farm 
owners to determine if there was a significant dif-
ference between owners whose farms were locally 
facing, or community-oriented and selling to local 
customers, compared to owners whose farms were 
utilizing intermediating markets or were globally 
oriented. The results demonstrated that owners of 
locally facing farms were more engaged both civi-
cally and politically. These findings display the im-
pact of globalized markets on a community’s civic 
engagement. When the end-consumer of a firm’s 
product is not in the community, the owner and 
the business’s model do not depend on the well-
being of the community, and the firm can be less 
invested in the community. On the other hand, lo-
cally facing firms are dependent on the community 
and have a direct stake in community matters; 
therefore, they are more likely to engage.  
 Despite the original authors utilizing municipal 
services as an indicator of social welfare, no pro-
ceeding authors followed suit. Lyson (2006) em-
ployed municipal services only as he replicated 
Mills and Ulmer’s (1946) original study. Although it 
is unknown why municipal services were not con-
sidered significant to pursue in further studies, it 
may be an indicator that should be analyzed in fu-
ture studies to reveal more robust findings to 
strengthen civic community theory.  
 Through the aforementioned studies, this 
canon of literature has served as a foundation of 
civic agriculture theory. We break down the main 
concepts and indicators related to social welfare in 
Table 2. In the remainder of the paper, we explore 
how these indicators intersect with civic agriculture 
in order to corroborate how, as a branch of civic 
community theory, civic agriculture relates to vari-
ous indicators of social welfare. 
Concentration of Power  
Civil Society and Community Capitalism  
Since proponents of civic agriculture have theo-
rized that the economic benefits claimed in civic 
community theory apply correspondingly, research-
ers have set out to corroborate the assertion at the 
community level. Based on findings in civic com-
munity theory, there is an expectation that a decen-
tralization of economic and social power inherent 
in the proliferation of small, independent busi-
nesses will result in more equal distribution of 
wealth and power. In civic agriculture studies, re-
searchers have honed in on farmers markets as a 
manifestation of business diversity and as spaces 
for entrepreneurship, business innovation, market 
research, enterprise diversification, and business in-
cubation (Cameron, 2007; Feenstra, Lewis, Hin-
richs, Gillespie, & Hilchey, 2003; Gillespie, 
Hilchey, Hinrichs, & Feenstra, 2006; Hinrichs, Gil-
lespie, & Feentra, 2004; O’Hara & Coleman, 2017). 
Farmers markets create a unique and visible place 
for small businesses and community members to 
test new ideas, generate feedback, and learn from 
other vendors. They also have direct economic im-
pact on the downtown areas of towns and cities. 
Shoppers who would normally not visit the down-
town area or frequent the stores are drawn to the 
market, which results in increased sales for neigh-
boring businesses (Abel, Thomson, & Maretzki, 
1999; Lev, Brewer, & Stephenson, 2003; Swenson, 
2009).  
 Brown (2002) reported evidence that in the 
district of the farmers markets, property values in-
creased. Of note, this can lead to concerns of gen-
trification if those located near the market are not 
also economically benefiting from its placement. At 
the same time, reverberating economic benefits 
may increase the amount of capital available to lo-
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cal residents and local governments to invest in 
community well-being. Another form of civic agri-
culture, community gardens, has also proved to in-
crease property values, augment community confi-
dence and safety, and increase the availability of 
fresh produce in lower-income and racially diverse 
areas (J. Allen, Alaimo, Elam, & Perry, 2008; Sulli-
van, Kuo, & DePooter, 2004). 
 In an overview of trends in local food systems 
in the United States, Low et al. (2015) discuss the 
overarching impact of local food systems on the 
U.S. agricultural landscape and economy. The au-
thors found an economic ripple effect in communi-
ties where food is purchased locally. A report by 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture Economic Re-
search Service found that fruit and vegetable farms 
selling into local and regional markets employ 13 
full-time workers per US$1 million in revenue 
earned, compared to the three full-time workers 
per US$1 million in revenue earned by fruit and 
vegetable farmers selling elsewhere (Low & Vogel, 
2011). Local food production creates skilled, 
higher-paying employment opportunities, which 
could indirectly increase household spending (Bau-
man, Jablonski, & Thilmany McFadden, 2019; 
Rossi, Johnson, & Hendrickson, 2017; Shideler, 
Bauman, Thilmany, & Jablonski, 2018). However, 
it is important to point out that most local farm 
sales occur on the East and West Coasts in urban 
areas.  
 In Europe, farm-to-school programs have 
been found to increase opportunity for suppliers 
and contribute profit to the overall economy (Son-
nino, 2013). In a case study of Hardwick, Vermont, 
known as “the town that food saved,” Olson 
(2019) found that the increase in small agriculture 
related-businesses coincided with a decrease in 
poverty rates and unemployment. Although the 
economic impact is not the sole concern of civic 
agriculture components, it may play a role in pro-
ducing economically stable, equitable communi-
ties—contributing to the creation of small, locally 
oriented businesses and an independent middle 
class.  
 Nonetheless, scholars and practitioners still de-
bate whether local food production is a viable busi-
ness venture—as the majority of farms struggle, 
economies of scale may be the most profitable for 
the individual farm (Deller, Lamie, & Stickel, 
2017). Overall social welfare may benefit more 
from place-based food production. These findings 
suggest that local and regional food systems have a 
significant economic benefit on their communities. 
Local food businesses stimulate the economy, cre-
ate jobs, and invest money spent back into the 
community, signaling a significant opportunity for 
local governments to invest in community develop-
ment through local food systems (Bauman et al., 
2019; Rossi et al., 2017; Shideler et al., 2018; Son-
nino, 2013).  
Place and Market 
One of the hallmark components of civic agricul-
ture is the connection to place. Orientation toward 
local customers and local demands builds personal 
relationships (Lyson, 2004). The social connections 
and economic exchanges of civic agriculture are in-
tertwined, embedding agriculture into the commu-
nity. Small farmers are dependent on their specific 
knowledge of place: the earth, the resources, and 
the people. Cultivation of food locally has the po-
tential to embed consumers into their geographic 
place, creating an identity associated with commu-
nity (Cone & Myhre, 2000).  
 However, several authors have warned against 
these claims as a “local trap,” otherwise termed as 
“defensive” or “unreflexive” localism (J. Allen et 
al., 2008; P. Allen, 1999, 2010; Born & Purcell, 
2006; DeLind & Bingen, 2008; DuPuis, Goodman, 
& Harrison, 2006; Hinrichs, 2003; Mount, 2012). 
In critiques of civic agriculture, the preoccupation 
with the “local” is seen as a toothless solution to 
the neoliberal, global marketplace which does not 
address the foundations of individualism and 
profit-driven markets that create inequality and in-
justice (P. Allen, FitzSimmons, Goodman, & 
Warner, 2003; Guthman, 2011; Hinrichs, 2000; 
Jarosz, 2011; Kirwan & Maye, 2013; O’Hara & 
Stagl, 2001). Furthermore, other scholars are con-
cerned that civic agriculture may be inaccessible 
and exclusive to parts of the population based on 
race, class, and location (Alkon & McCullen, 2011; 
P. Allen, 2010; Godette, Beratan, & Nowell, 2015; 
Guthman 2003, 2008). Without a grounding in 
place or focus on community, civic agriculture 
tends to concentrate less on culture and social ties 
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and more on market functions (DeLind, 2002; 
Hinrichs, 2000). Local, direct-market agriculture in 
itself is market-based. It does not inherently ad-
dress issues of social injustice. Consequently, ‘re-
flexive localism’ implies maintaining vigilance 
about potential injustices that could arise at the 
community level in a ‘localized’ system (DuPuis et 
al., 2006). Purchasing local food may not inherently 
prompt consumers to question inequality or to get 
involved in their community. It must also change 
the meaning of consumption to create change 
(Johnston, 2008; Ostrom, 2008). A robustly con-
textualized understanding of place that is accompa-
nied by community responsibility to equitable com-
munity priorities is pivotal to truly embed a food 
system in the social well-being of a community. 
 In their discussion of global versus alternative 
food markets, O’Hara and Stagl (2001) and Hin-
richs (2000) make important theoretical connec-
tions between the economic market and physical 
place. The authors highlight how a globalized food 
system is socially and environmentally “disembed-
ded”6 from its place and people of origin. Alterna-
tively, civic agriculture brings a value, quality, and 
craft to food that can only be created with an un-
derstanding of place (Barbera, Dagnes, & Di Mon-
aco, 2020; Chiffoleau, Millet-Amrani, Rossi, Ri-
vera-Ferre, & Merino, 2019; Wittman, Beckie, & 
Hergesheimer, 2012). These social ties can be part 
of what a producer is selling in a market.  
 Nonetheless, production and consumption 
cannot necessarily be equated with social ties and 
civic engagement. DeLind (2002, 2011) cautions 
that civic agriculture must be applied in a way that 
incorporates the common good of the greater 
community over the market interests of the indi-
vidual. Moreover, market and politically centered 
strategies cannot lead to the social outcomes local 
food systems espouse to engender; the community 
itself must be supported. Civic agriculture can pro-
vide the setting for this type of embedding in place 
and community, vis-à-vis education and policy that 
support these practices. The production and con-
sumption of a local product in the same physical 
 
6 Polanyi (1944, 1957) was one of the first to use the term disembedded to describe economic markets where production techniques, 
knowledge systems, and ecological attributes that create a product in a specific place, become increasingly homogenous and devoid of 
those specificities in a global market. 
space offers a promising unification of market ex-
change with identity and what DeLind and Bingen 
(2008) call “placed”-ness (Trivette, 2017). This is 
an example of what some authors argue is reflexive 
or adaptive localism (Crossan, Cumbers, McMas-
ter, & Shaw, 2016; DuPuis & Goodman, 2005; 
DuPuis, et al., 2006; Ross, 2006). In other words, 
the inherent diversity and complexity within a com-
munity is reflected in its civic agricultural markets, 
relationships, and networks, and recognized as a 
continually evolving piece in the political process 
(Hasanov, Zuidema, & Horlings, 2019; Schnell, 
2016). Awareness of the realities of neoliberalism, 
individualism, and exclusion serves as the means 
toward building a successful and equitable civic ag-
riculture landscape (Tornaghi, 2016).  
 The reflexivity and adaptability of communities 
help strengthen civic agriculture markets by em-
bedding social capital into market relationships 
(Flora & Bregendahl, 2012; Schnell, 2013). Bunkus 
Soliev, and Theesfeld (2020) demonstrate that a 
community’s relationship to agriculture is stronger 
when the density of resident farmers is higher. The 
authors also found that where there is a greater 
presence of farms in rural areas, residents describe 
a more significant attachment to place. In general, 
locally oriented agriculture plays an important role 
in strengthening social capital, including social em-
beddedness, sense of belonging, and access to in-
formation (Besser, 2009; Flora & Bregendahl, 
2012; Furman, Roncoli, Nelson, & Hoogenboom, 
2014; Schmit, Jablonski, Minner, Kay, & Christen-
sen, 2017; Schnell, 2013). 
 Civic agriculture activities must be mindfully 
cultivated to create accessible space for marginal-
ized groups. For example, some community sup-
ported agriculture (CSA) programs and markets 
prioritize low-income residents, while certain gar-
dens and farms intentionally bring marginalized 
groups into civic folds and social networks of a 
community (J. Allen et al. 2008; Baker, 2004; Cum-
bers, Shaw, Crossan, & McMaster, 2018; Poulsen, 
2017; Smit & Bailkey, 2006). Participation in civic 
agriculture allows individuals to explore the poten-
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tial of collective power (Canal Vieira, Serrao-Neu-
mann, & Howes, 2019; Siegner, Acey, & Sower-
wine, 2020), or it can create the chance to regain 
agency and power in the community (Alkon, 2008; 
Bornemann & Weiland, 2019; Bradley & Galt, 
2014). By creating the conditions under which 
knowledge, networks, and awareness can be culti-
vated, civic agriculture can generate both commu-
nity and social capital. That said, the true impact of 
civic agriculture on the redistribution of power and 
resources remains relatively unexplored, and in 
some cases can consolidate power within a select 
few. This reveals the need for specific and inten-
tional engagement of marginalized groups to ac-
cess, deploy, and create new and existing commu-
nity networks to successfully build civic agriculture 
in their communities. 
Community Cohesion 
Cultivating Social Capital 
Whether it is starting a new business in a commu-
nity, establishing a farm, soliciting membership for 
a CSA, or cultivating a community garden, civic ag-
riculture promotes the growth of social networks 
as people’s paths cross and connect in ways they 
would not have before. In creating direct-to-con-
sumer businesses for local food, farmers and entre-
preneurs are dependent on a host of organizations, 
individuals, and government sectors to be success-
ful (Canal Vieira et al., 2019; Christensen & Phil-
lips, 2016; Cvijanović, Ignjatijević, Tankosić, & 
Cvijanović 2020; Hasanov et al., 2019; Hughes & 
Isengildina-Massa, 2015; Janssen, 2010). Civic agri-
culture addresses community issues such as rural 
revitalization, food availability, and social welfare, if 
built on a foundation of strong networks and inter-
personal transaction (J. Allen et al., 2008; Bagdonis, 
Hinrichs, & Schafft, 2009; Renting, Marsden, & 
Banks, 2003). At urban farms, gardens, and CSA 
gatherings, participants find a shared sense of be-
longing, nurturing the growth of community cohe-
sion, and vocalize its significance (Dunlap, Har-
mon, & Camp, 2020; Firth, Maye, & Pearson, 2011; 
Kingsley, Foenander, & Bailey, 2019; Macias, 2008; 
Sumner, Mair, & Nelson, 2010). It is that desire for 
social embeddedness and a sense of community 
that drives many farmers to participate in civic agri-
culture (Migliore, Caracciolo, Lombardi, Schifani, 
& Cembalo, 2014). In fact, direct-to-consumer 
farms are dependent on strong farmer-consumer 
relationships to be successful (Poulsen, 2017).  
 Not only do network connections foment so-
cial integration, but they also create empowerment 
through the collective sharing of knowledges and 
individual learning. Gardeners learn new skills, 
farmers learn to engage their community, volun-
teers learn to organize, and a broader sense of re-
sources available in the local community is brought 
to the attention of all involved (Kingsley et al., 
2019; Liu, Gilchrist, Taylor, & Ravenscroft, 2017; 
Prost, 2019; Trauger, Sachs, Barbercheck, Brasier, 
& Kiernan, 2010). Farmers who engage in civic ag-
riculture are dependent on mutual education with 
consumers to demonstrate the importance of their 
craft and receive feedback on their work. These ex-
changes are shown to increase participation and re-
tention of customers, as well as further their own 
innovation (Hinrichs et al., 2004; Ross, 2006). 
Schmit et al. (2017) reveal an increased flow of in-
tellectual capital to rural areas through the net-
works of local food systems. This original 
knowledge creates a more robust network and re-
silience, in which a community is more equipped to 
address certain problems with newfound social 
capital (Furman et al, 2014). In that notion of 
place, the physical space of a farm, garden, or mar-
ket can become a missing space where community 
members have an opportunity to meet, work to-
gether, and socialize (Firth et al., 2011; Liu et al., 
2017; Trauger et al., 2010).  
 Small, community-oriented farms, gardens, and 
markets seek to create a space where community 
members can gather and be considered as contrib-
uting to something greater than oneself (Bingen, 
Sage, & Sirieix, 2011; Chung, Kirkby, Kendell, & 
Beckwith, 2005; Cox et al., 2008; Flora & 
Bregendahl, 2012; Poulsen, 2017; Sharp, Imerman, 
& Peters, 2002). Onozaka, Nurse, and Thilmany 
(2010) found that consumers who bought directly 
from farmers felt a larger sense of community in 
being influenced by others buying practices around 
them (Low et al., 2015). Moreover, they over-
whelmingly felt that their actions “make a differ-
ence” for both public and private outcomes (Low 
et al., 2015), fomenting a sense of personal and 
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civic efficacy. Civic participation in agricultural sys-
tems has been shown to not only to expand the 
civic imagination of participants to consider issues 
and opportunities in the community that had not 
been evident before (Cox et al., 2008, Schugeren-
sky, 2003), but also to create an opportunity for 
community involvement that connects to the larger 
community social welfare (J. Allen et al., 2008; Nie-
wolny et al., 2012). 
Food Democracy and Citizenship  
The opportunity for community involvement gen-
erates an avenue for individuals to practice civic 
engagement. Participation in civic agriculture can 
serve as a form of exercising one’s right to engage 
in community issues. Lang (1999) captured this 
concept with the notion of “food democracy,” 
which entails individuals taking an active role in 
food procurement, such as identifying and seeking 
out local food sources. Hassanein (2003) proposes 
food democracy as a step toward social, economic, 
and ecological justice, while relying heavily on resi-
dents’ participation and engagement (Lyson, 2005) 
to empower individuals and communities. There is 
a concurrence that an active attitude of responsibil-
ity among community members and within individ-
uals is the cornerstone of more equitable agro-food 
systems (Cumbers et al., 2018; Kingsley et al., 2019; 
Levkoe, 2006; Renting, Schermer, & Rossi, 2012).  
 Shopping at a farmers market, volunteering at 
a CSA, or working in a community garden can 
change a relationship from solely customers to ac-
tive consumers, and can allow individuals to re-
claim the opportunity to shape their community 
(Bródy & deWilde, 2020; Crossan et al., 2016; 
Hasanov et al., 2019). Marginalized groups are able 
to find their place and voice in communities 
through the cultivation of gardens and the act of 
occupying physical space (Baker, 2004; Saldivar-
Tanaka & Kransy, 2004). Efforts to re-orient the 
agricultural market to local needs offer consumers 
the opportunity to increase awareness around com-
munity issues and become active to address them 
(Cox et al., 2008; McIvor & Hale, 2015; Schugeren-
sky, 2003). Furthermore, by recognizing the role of 
the individual and the collection of community 
members in food systems, people are empowered 
to turn to collective, community action to problem 
solve and look beyond the formal governing body 
as the responsible figure for community well-being 
(Baker, 2004; Dunlap, Harmon, & Camp, 2020; 
DuPuis & Gillon, 2009). In some cases, it can in-
spire people to consider their involvement as a ges-
ture of activism to reject the industrialized food 
system (Macias, 2008; Schnell, 2010). 
Demographics 
Barriers to Civic Agriculture  
Many practitioners and scholars of local food sys-
tems have expressed continued concern about 
whether the success and benefits of civic agricul-
ture are predetermined by demographics, and in 
particular, race, income, gender, and education 
(see, among others, Alkon & McCullen, 2011; P. 
Allen, 2010; Colasanti, Conner, & Smalley, 2010; 
Guthman, 2008). Studies over the years document-
ing the demographics of participants in civic agri-
culture reveal mixed findings. Overall, studies of 
CSAs (Cone & Myhre, 2000; Lass, Bevis, Hen-
drickson, & Ruhf 2001; Ostrom, 2008; Schnell, 
2010), farmers markets (Alkon & McCullen, 2011; 
Byker, Shanks, Misyak, & Serrano 2012; Cvijanović 
et al., 2020; Wolf & Berrenson, 2003) and local 
food sales (Feldmann & Hamm, 2015; Godette et 
al., 2015; Martinez et al., 2010; O’Hara & Low, 
2016; Thilmany, Bond, & Bond, 2008) show that 
participants tend to be white, wealthy, female, and 
college-educated, and are generally located in the 
Northeastern U.S. or West Coast near a metropoli-
tan area. Although indicators of wealth and social 
class (such as proximity to a farmers market or a 
flexible work schedule) are often associated with 
greater access to local food, (Abelló, Palma, Ander-
son, & Waller, 2014; Galt et al., Bradley, Christen-
sen, & Munden-Dixon, 2018; McGuirt et al., 2014; 
Zepeda & Nie, 2012), some scholarship posits that 
these demographics are not the only driver of local 
food consumption patterns (Guptill, Larsen, 
Welsh, & Kelly, 2018; Thilmany et al., 2008; Galt et 
al., 2017; Galt, Bradley, Christensen, & Munden-
Dixon, 2019). Rather, ideological and emotional 
considerations should also be considered as poten-
tially stronger indicators than demographics 
(Beagan, Power, & Chapman, 2015; Lombardi, 
Migliore, Verneau, Schifani, & Cembalo, 2015; 
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Zoll, 2018). In certain areas, people of diverse soci-
oeconomic backgrounds solicit farmers markets 
(Sadler, Gilliland, & Arku, 2013). Although demo-
graphic indicators undoubtedly play an important 
role, race, income, education, and others have not 
been proven to be the conclusive determinants of 
civic agriculture involvement.  
 Tegtmier and Duffy (2005), among others, 
found that farmers who start CSAs or sell direct to 
consumer tend to be college-educated, middle-
aged, and are located on the East or West Coast. 
These farms tend to be small, and cultivated with 
organic, biodynamic, or ecosystem-focused prac-
tices (Lass et al., 2001; Wells & Gradwell, 2001). A 
noticeable income gap has been observed between 
the producers and the consumers of local food 
(Ostrom, 2008; Schnell, 2010). Most farmers strug-
gle to stay afloat financially and to keep members 
coming back every season (Ostrom, 2008; Schnell, 
2010). These factors may reduce the type of farm-
ers and residents participating in local food systems 
to a specific subset, limiting the impact of civic en-
gagement and community building to a certain so-
cio-economic group. Godette et al. (2015) points 
out that the contextual factors surrounding a com-
munity must be considered in creating a local food 
system—not only demographics, but also geogra-
phy, infrastructure, and markets. Farmers are often 
more dependent on their relationships with the 
consumers than consumers are on farmers 
(Ostrom, 2008). This creates an unhealthy power 
balance that can cause farmers financial and social 
distress.  
 Indicators such as religiosity and social views 
are underexplored indicators of civic agriculture. 
There remains a dearth of research of the role that 
faith-based member organizations such as churches 
can have in facilitating engagement of its members 
or employees in civic agriculture. For example, in-
stances of civic agriculture mediated by church 
leaders and congregations exist across the U.S., but 
are uncommonly documented and analyzed as a 
way to strengthen relationships between consumers 
and farmers. Often farm-to-institution programs 
rely on the farmer mediating the relationship with 
consumers, but leaders or administrators in these 
organizations can play an instrumental role in influ-
encing the success of these initiatives by substanti-
ating other incentives or rationale for participating 
and benefiting from civic agriculture. For example, 
faith-based organizations can inject other consider-
ations for individual or community participation in 
civic agriculture, such as stewardship, giving, or 
other principles central to that religion. 
Civic Engagement 
The hypothetical connections between civic agri-
culture and civic engagement have been thoroughly 
assessed, albeit through indirect means. Only a 
handful of studies have attempted to directly exam-
ine the relationship. Both Obach and Tobin (2014) 
and Carolan (2017) produced studies demonstrat-
ing that individuals engaged with civic agriculture 
tend to have increased levels of civic engagement 
compared to community members who only utilize 
conventional food systems. Obach and Tobin 
(2014) found consumers in New York state en-
gaged in civic agriculture tend to also be more po-
litically engaged and willing to volunteer than those 
who do not participate in civic agriculture. Carolan 
(2017) conducted a longitudinal study comparing 
the civic engagement of alternative and conven-
tional eaters in Colorado and found that individuals 
who participate in civic agriculture are more likely 
to be active citizens in their community than con-
ventional eaters. Though the values of civic en-
gagement may already be inherently present in par-
ticipants of civic agriculture, Carolan (2017) found 
that continued practice in civic agriculture can 
strengthen those beliefs.  
 Pole and Gray (2013) distributed a survey to 
CSA members in New York state to measure levels 
of community engagement in relation to their CSA 
experience. Contrary to previous research, they 
found that CSAs do not necessarily generate or 
promote a sense of community among members. 
However, respondents displayed a high level of 
civic participation either at the CSA or within their 
community. Clark and Record (2017) studied the 
levels of civic engagement of local farm owners to 
determine if there was a significant difference in 
owners whose farms were community-oriented and 
were selling to local customers, compared to own-
ers whose farms were utilizing intermediating mar-
kets or were globally oriented. The results demon-
strated that owners of locally facing farms were 
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more likely to be engaged both civically and politi-
cally than their counterparts. Collectively, these 
studies document a correlation between civic agri-
culture and civic engagement but none effectively 
addresses the issue of causality. There may be even 
be a mutually re-enforcing effect between civic ag-
riculture and civic engagement, warranting further 
study of this relationship.  
Conclusion 
All the work included in this review shares the view 
that food—from its production to its consump-
tion—is a product of complex environmental and 
social interactions. These interactions can be at 
multiple scales that range from locally grown and 
locally consumed food to food that is globally 
traded and sold. For many, access to food is not 
only a determinant of well-being, but it is also an 
expression of social identity. In this work, we con-
solidate the wealth of scholarship that has demon-
strated the positive effects of the former (locally 
grown and locally consumed food) on community 
well-being as a crucial, empirically grounded foun-
dation toward utilizing food systems to build just, 
equitable economies. In addition, the many studies 
presented here illustrate the relationship between 
civic agriculture, community involvement, activism, 
and empowerment, and can be used to inform a 
roadmap to instill placed-ness in food systems that 
yield obvious and immediate benefit to communi-
ties at a local scale.  
 This work also identifies significant gaps in our 
understanding of the connection of municipal ser-
vices and the role of institutions in civic agricul-
ture, as well as a need to better elucidate the direct 
relationship between civic agriculture and civic en-
gagement. The connection of these concepts to 
civic agriculture remains unclear and underex-
plored. We encourage both practitioners and schol-
ars to help uncover these deficiencies through ex-
perience and exploration, as they may be key to im-
proving the benefits of civic agriculture, especially 
in rural, low-income, and racially diverse communi-
ties. However, the collective evidence presented 
here reveals a clear association between civic agri-
culture and social welfare, both rural and urban, 
through increased social capital, embedded com-
munity-based economies, and as an outlet for civic 
engagement and political empowerment. In order 
to increase democratic engagement and build 
stronger communities, local governments, organi-
zations, and individuals should explore supporting 
civic agriculture as a means to increase social wel-
fare.   
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